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                    Abstract

Historically, at the beginning of natural language processing, applications with industrial objectives were preferred, e.g. for a fully automated translation. Soon, during the 1960s, there were attempts to separate applications from basic theoretical research. Since this theoretical research encounters difficulties regarding its status as a separate discipline, and considering the constraints necessary to clarify the concept of ‘good application’, impossible to satisfy simultaneously (a real problem to solve, in response to a social demand, and a viable solution in terms of reliability, robustness, speed and cost), two main streams have emerged. The first one, as a computer technique, is intended to build applications based on a strict logic, using natural language to facilitate interaction with the computer, but not directly related to the human way of using language (this approach is designated as natural language processing). Such pragmatic research accepts certain kinds of errors, but must lead to concrete results in limited time. The goal is to provide effective systems for real applications, able to respond effectively to requests addressed to them in fairly large areas; these systems are directly related to social and industrial productivity, which is the essential criterion of evaluation. Some technological developments, such as microcomputers, have made available to people specific applications of natural language processing and have enabled the emergence of small specialized firms. This produced, in the second half of the 1980s, the emergence of a ‘language industry’ and of the field of ‘linguistic engineering’. On the other hand, during the late 1960s, the gap between the social demand, the resources invested and the poor performance obtained led to the emergence of theoretical studies intended to formalize languages (as opposed to the more empirical machine translation). This leads to ‘pilot systems’, aimed at demonstrating the feasibility of complex theoretical approaches, but unable to operate outside a set of rather limited examples. The limits may be at different levels: more or less limited vocabulary or accepted sentences, knowledge about the field more or less complete, more or less developed reasoning and so on. These limits have a significant impact on communication itself. For natural language processing systems to be effective, they must make appropriate inferences from what is said and, conversely their behavior should allow the inferences that the users usually do when using their language. Thus, this position paper stresses that understanding the surface meaning of a natural language is not sufficient but that the goals, intentions and strategies of the participants in a dialogue must be understood.
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